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Alternate possibilities and moral responsibility

A dominant role in nearly all recent inquiries into the {ree-will problem
has been played by a principle which I shall call “the principle of alter-
nate possibilities.” This principle states thar a person is morally responsi-
ble for whar he has done only if he could have done otherwise. lts exact
meaning is a subject of controversy, particularly concerning whether
someone who accepts it is thereby comunirted to believing that moral |
responsibility and determinism are incomparible. Pracrically no one,
however, seems inclined to deny or even to question that the principle of
alternate possibilities {construed in some way or other) is true. It has
generally seemed so overwhelmingly plausible that some philosophers
have even characterized it as an 2 priors truth. People whose accounts of
free will or of moral responsibility are radically ar odds evidently find in
it2 firm and convenient common ground upon which they can profitably
take their opposing stands.

But the principle of alternate possibilities is false. A person may well
be morally responsible for what he has done even though he could not
have done otherwise. The principle’s plausibility is an illusion, which can
be made to vanish by bringing the relevant moral phenomena into sharp-
er focus.

i

In seeking illustrations of the principle of alternate possibilities, it is
most narural to think of situations in which the same circumstances both
bring it about that a person does something and make it impossible for
him to avoid doing it. These include, for example, situarions in which a
person is coerced into doing something, or in which he is impelled to act
by a hypnotic suggestion, or in which some inner compulsion drives him
to do what he does. Ia situations of these kinds there are circumstances
thar make it impossible for the person to do otherwise, and these very
circumstances also serve to bring it about that he does wharever it is that
he does.

However, there may be circumstances that coastituce sufficient condi-
tions for a certain action ta be performed by someone and that therefore
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make it impossible for the person to do otherwise, but that do not
actually impel the person to act or in any way produce his acticm.. A
person may do something in circumstances that leave him no aiternat}ve
to doing it, without these circumstances actually moving him or leading
him to do it — without them playing any role, indeed, in bringing it about
that he does what he does. '

An examination of situations characterized by circumstances of this
sorr casts doubt, 1 believe, on the relevance to questions of moral re-
sponsibility of the fact that a person who has done something couiﬁd not
have done otherwise. 1 propose to develop some examples of this kind in
the context of a discussion of coercion and to suggest that our moral
intuirions concerning these examples tend to disconfirm the principle of
alternate possibilities. Then I will discuss the principle in more general
terms, explain what I think is wrong with it and describe briefly and
without argument how it might appropriately be revised.

il

It is generally agreed that a person who has been coerced o d‘o some-
thing did not do it fréely and is not morally responsible for having done
it. Now the doctrine that coercion and moral responsibility are mutually
exclusive may appear to be no more than 2 somewhat particularized
version of the principle of aiternare possibilities. 1t ts natural enough to
say of a person who has been coerced ro do something that he could not
have done otherwise. And it may easily seem that being coerced deprives
a person of freedom and of moral responsibility simply because it is a
special case of being unable to do otherwise. The principle of alternate
plossibilities may in this way derive some credibility from its association
with the very plausible proposition that moral responsibility is excluded
hy coercion.

It is not right, however, that it should do so. The fact that 2 person was
coerced to act as he did may entail both that he could not have done
otherwise and that he bears no moral responsibilicy for his action. But his
tack of moral responsibility is not entailed by his having been unable to
do otherwise, The doctrine that coercion excludes moral respoasibility is
not correctly understood, in other words, as a particularized version of
the principle of alternate possibilities.

Let us suppose that someone is threatened convincingly with a penalty
he finds unacceptable and that he then does what is required of him by
the issuer of the threat. We can imagine details that would make it
reasonable for us to think that the person was coerced to petform the
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action in question, that he could not have done ortherwise, and that he
bears no moral responsibility for having done what he did. But just what
is it about situations of this kind that warrants the judgment that the
threatened person is not morally responsible for his act?

This queston may be approached by considering situations of the
following kind. Jones decides for reasons of his own to do something,
then someone threatens him with a very harsh penalty (so harsh that any
reasonable person would submit to the threat) unless he does precisely
that, and Jones does it, Will we hold Jones morally responsible for what
he has done? 1 think this will depend on the roles we think were played,
in leading him to act, by his original decision and by the threat,

One possibility is that Jones, is not a reasonable man: he is, rather, a
man who does whar he has once decided to do no matter what happens
next and no matter what the cost. In that case, the threar actually exerted
no effective force upon him. He acted without any regard to it, very
much as if he were not aware that it had been made. If this is indeed the
way it was, the situarion did not involve coercion at all. The threat did
not lead Jones, 1o do what he did. Nor was it in fact sufficient o have
prevented him from deoing otherwise: if his earlier decision had been to
do something else, the threat would not have deterred him in the
slightest, It seems evident that in these circumstances the fact that Jones,
was threatened in no way reduces the moral responsibility he would
otherwise bear for his act. This example, however, is not a counterexam-
ple either to the doctrine that coercion excuses or to the principle of
alternate possibilities. For we have supposed that Jones, is a man upon
whom the threat had no coercive effect and, hence, that it did not acru-
ally deprive him of alrernatives to doing whar he did.

Another possibility is that Jones, was stampeded by the threat. Given
that threat, he would have performed that action regardless of whar
decision he had already made. The threat upset him so profoundly,
mareover, that he completely forgot his own earlier decision and did
what was demanded of him entirely because he was terrified of the
penaity with which he was threatened. In this case, it is not relevant to his
having performed the action that he had already decided on his own to
perform it. When the chips were down he thought of nothing bur the
threat, and fear alone led him to act. The fact that at an earlier time
Jones, had decided for his own reasons to act in just that way may be
relevant to an evaluarion of his character; he may bear full moral respon-
sibility for having made that decision. But he can hardly be said to be
morally responsible for his action. For he performed the action simiply as
# resule of the coercion to which he was subjected. His earlier decision
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¢ that he did what be did, and it would

layed no role in bringing it abou _ .
wher ' it & role in the moral evaluation of his

therefore be gratuitous to assign
1011, )
" T’E)OW consider a third possibility. Jones, was nel.ther St.ampede# by the
threat not indifferent t0 it. The threat %mpress-ed hsm,.as irwould 1m;z£es's{
any reasonable man, and he would have Submit'ted. 1o it w_holehearte 3;1
he had not already made a decision that coincided fmth} the one de-
manded of him. In fact, however, he pe;formed the action in quest:\{;{/n on
the basis of the decision he had made before the threat was issued. \ h;n
he acted, he was aot actually motivated by the threat.but soic?ly y the
considerations that had originally commended the action to hlﬂ‘l. It v«a\csi
aot the threat that led him to act, though it would ?ave done so if _he h; :
not already provided himself with a sufficient motve for performing the
eston. ‘ . -
ac{lifl)g cigucga‘i it will be very difficult for anyone to know, ina case like t:hisf
one, exactly what happened. Did Jones; Perform the action beca?se ;}
the threat, or were his reasons for acting simply t%_xose which ha:d already
persuaded him to do so? Or did he act on the t?ams of‘two motives, each
of which was sufficient for his action? 1t is not 1mpos§1b1§, however, thit
the situation should be clearer than situations of this kmd'usx;aflll'y are.
And sappose it is apparent to us that Jones; acted on the basis © K IS_DW?_
decision and not because of the chreat. Then I think we would be n;s}t;
fied in regarding his moral responsibility for what he did as un.affecm hy
the threat even though, since he would in any case have submitted ot e
shreat, he could not have avoided doing what he did. Tt wogid be'ennrely
reasor’\able for us to make the same judgment concerning his morhal
'respomibility that we would have made if we h?xd aor known of the
threat, For the threat did not in fact influence his performance of the
action. He did what he did just as if the threat had not been made at all.

Il

The case of Jones, may appear at firsr: glance to combiae coerc;ondand
moral responsibilizy, and thus to provide a coumerex‘amp}e to the doc-
frine that coercion €XCuses. It is not really so certain tlhat it does ~50,
however, because it 15 unclear whether the example constitutes a genuine
instance of coercion. Can we say of Jones, that he was .coerced to do
something, when he had aiready decided on his own to‘do it and when he
did it entirely on the basis of that decision? Or woaldt it be more correhct
to say that Jones; was n0t coerced to dg v\_zhat he did, even .tho.ugh c?f
himself recognized that there was an irresistible force at work in vlrme.o
which he had to do it? My own linguistic intuitions lead me toward the
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second alternative, but they are somewhat equivocal. Perhaps we can say
either of these things, or perhaps we must add a qualifying explanation to
whichever of them we say.

This murkiness, however, does not interfere with our drawing an
imporrant moraj from an examination of the example. Suppose we de-
cide to say that Jones; was not coerced. Our basis for saying this will
clearly be that it is incorrect to regard a man as being coerced to do
something unless he does it because of the coercive force exerted against
him. The fact that an irresistible threat is made will not, then, entail that
the person who receives it is coerced to do what he does. It will also be
necessary that the threat is what actually accounts for his doing it. On the
other hand, suppose we decide to say that Jones, was coerced. Then we
will be bound to admit that being coerced does not exclude being moral-
ly responsible. And we wil} also surely be led 1o the view that coercion
affects 2 person's moral responsibility only when the person acts as he
does hecause he is coerced to do so — ie., when the fact that he is
coerced is what accounts for his action.

Whichever we decide to say, then, we will recognize that the doctrine
that coercion excludes moral responsibility is not 2 particularized version
of the principle of alternate possibilities. Situations in which a person
who does something cannot do otherwise because he is subject to coer-
cive power are either not instances of coercion at ali, or they are situa-
tions in which the person may still be morally responsible for what he
does if it is not because of the coercion that he does it. When we excuse a
person who has been coerced, we do not excuse him because he was
unable to do otherwise. Even though a person is subject to a coercive
force that preciudes his performing any action but one, he may nonethe-
less bear full moral responsibility for performing that action.

v

To the extent that the principle of alternate possibilities derives its plau-
sibility from association with the doctrine that coercion excludes moral
responsibility, a clear understanding of the latter diminishes the appeal
of the former. Indeed the case of jones; may appear to do more than
illuminate the relationship between the two doctrines. It may well seem
to provide a decisive counterexample to the principle of alternate pos-
sibilities and thus to show that this principle is false, For the irresistibility
of the threat to which Jones; is subjected might well be taken to mean
that he cannot but perform the action he performs. And yet the threat,
since Jones, performs the action without regard to 1t, does not reduce his
moral responsibility for what he does.
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The following objection will doubtless be raised against the suggestion

that the case of Jones, is a counterexample to the principle of alternate

k] *

i i i t ¢0 othet-
possibilities. There is perhaps & sease 18 which }one§3 cannot :
since he is a reasopable man

wise than perform the action he performs,
and the threat he encounters is sufficient to move any 'reasonab}e man.
Bur it is not this sense that is germane to the prmc?ple of alternate
possibilities. His knowledge that he stands to suflfer an intolerably harsh
penalty does not mean that Joness, stricely spe?k}ng,.mnnot perfqrm aﬂz;
action but the one he does perform. After all it is still open o him, an
chis is crucial, to defy the threat if he wishgs to do so and to accept E};e
penalty his action would bring down upon him. 1n the sense tn wk;ic};t e
principle of alternate possibilities empl(?ys the concept of “cou z:re
done otherwise,” Jones,’s inability to resist t?r‘ae threat does not mean tnat
he cannot do otherwise than perform the action he performs. Hef“? tile
case of Jones, does not constitute an instance Contragy to th“e pru;c;p €.

I do not propose to consider in what sense the concept of 'coul ave
done otherwise” figures in the principle of aitgrnate poss:}mhnes, nor w;lll
I actempt to measure the force of the oi?)ec.tson I have just described.
For 1 believe that whatever force this objection may i?e thought to have
can be deflected by alrering the example in the following way.Z.Supp.ose
someone — Black, let us say — wants Jones, to pesform a .certam action.
Black is prepared to go to considerable lengths o get h_ls way, but he
prefers ta avoid showing his hand unnecessarily. So he waits umsijon'esfi
is about to make up his mind what to do, and he does'nothmg unless it is
clear to him (Black is an excellent judge of such things) ;hat Jones, is
going to decide to do something other than whgt he wants him to‘do. if it
does become clear that Jones, is going ro decide to do something else,
Black takes effective steps to easure that Jones, decides to d_o., and that
he does do, what he wants him to do.? Whatever Jones,’s initial prefer-
ences and inclinations, then, Black will have his way.

1 The two main concepts employed in the p{incipie of_airemate pqssik_)ilmes‘ z;re “mDrlall)i
responsible” and “could have done otherwas'.s." To discuss the grzncxgii‘iwu I%m a?lﬂ Ezd
ing eicher of these concepts may '?VEIE seem fl“kT Zn artempt at piracy. The reader show

: i ¢ my Jolly Roger is now unfuriec. '

z f;ff({eerﬂr(;?;leci;zaup r%‘té] cxzmpii chat 1 am about o develop 1 learned that Robert N(i)zti’cké
in lectures given several years ago, had formulated an cf:xa;nple of the same gene{?hg;
and had proposed it as a counterexample to the pﬂ_nc;plg of alrem;ze p0531b1 hé

3 'The assumption that Black can predict \.:vhat Tones, wilt decide o def 0es Smh eg}tt °
question of determinism. We can imagine that Jonesg h_as"of:ea confronted t e_ahen;i
natives — A and B — that he now confronts, and that his face has mvanatfly twite %
when he was about to decide to do A and never when he was ab{_)ut to dec(lifie‘zo d’({)‘h“
Knowing this, and observiag the rwitch, Black would have a2 bast_s for pre lcuc]m. is
does, to be sure, suppose that there is some sort of causal relation berwgg}n ) qnesdisf
state at the time of the twirch and his subsequent stacgs. But any plausible view o
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What steps will Black take, if he believes he must take steps, in order
to ensure that Jones, decides and acts as he wishes? Anyone with 2
theory concerning what “could have done otherwise” means may answer
this question for himself by describing whatever measures he would
regard as sufficient to guarantee thar, in the relevant sense, Jones, cannor
do otherwise. Ler Black pronounce a terrible threat, and in this way both
force Jones, to perform the desired action and prevent him from per-
forming a forbidden one. Let Black give Jones; a porion, or put him
under hypnosis, and in some such way as these generate in Jones; an
irresistible inner compulsion to perform the act Black wanrts performed
and to avoid others. Or let Black manipulate the minute processes of
Jones,'s brain and nervouns system in some more direct way, so that
causzal forces running in and out of his synapses and along the poor man’s
nerves determine that he chooses to act and that he does act in the one
way and not in any other. Given any conditions under which it will be
maintained that Jones, cannot do otherwise, in other words, let Biack
bring it about that those conditions prevail. The structure of the example
is flexible enough, [ think, to find a way around any charge of irrelevance
by accommodating the doctrine on which the charge is based 4

Now suppose that Black never has to show his hand because Jones,,
for reasons of his own, decides to perform and does perform the very
action Black wants him to perform. In that case, it seems clear, Jones,
will bear precisely the same moral responsibility for what he does as he
would have borne if Black had not been ready to take steps to ensure
that he do it. It would be quite unreasonable to excuse jones, for his
action, or to withhold the praise to which it would normally entitle him,
on the basis of the fact that he could not have done otherwise, This fact
played no role at all in leading him to act as he did. He would have acted
the same even if it had not been a fact. Indeed, everything happened just
as it would have happened without Black’s presence in the sitvation and
without his readiness to intrude into it ‘

In this example there are sufficient conditions for Jones,’s performing

decision or of action will allow thar reaching a decision and performing an action both
involve carlier and fater phases, with causal relations between chem, and such that the
earhier phases are not themselves part of the decision or of the action. The example

does not require chat these earlier phases be deterministically related to still earlier
evenis.

4 The example is also flexibie enough to allow for the elimination of Biack altogether.:

Anyone who thinks that the effectiveness of the example is undermined by its reliance
on a human manipulator, who imposes his will on Jones;, can substitute for Black a
machine programmed o do what Black does. If this is sill not good enough, forget
both Black and the machine and suppose that their rofe is played by natureal forces
involving no will or design at all.

~
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i 1 i him. Of
the action in question. What action he performs is not up 0

course it is in a way up to him whether he acts on h1§ own 0&;15 a T;l'lhif
Black’s intervention. That depends zpon what action he himse g;sk "
clined to perform. But whether he finally acts on his OWE? or as :; rer_nativﬁ
Black’s interveation, he performs the same action. He 23 0O ait]e e;
but to do what Black wants him t0 do. If he does it on his own, howgf d;
his moral responsibility for doing it i's not affected l?y Ehehf.ac.t t att neier
was lurking in the background with sinister intent, SiNCe LS 1nt€D

comes into play.

v

The fact that a person could aot havg avoided doing Sfmﬂhmrgn xslezst
sufficient condition of his having done it. iiiut, as some of my t;xihphe
show, this fact may play no role whatever 1n §he explanattor;l 0t actzﬁ}iy
did it. Tt may not figure at all among t}.ua circumstances tha sealy
brought it about that he did what (he did, so that h;s a;:mon 1On e
accounted for on another basis entirely. Even though the per; e
unable te do otherwise, that is 1o say, it may not‘be the case that he a e
a5 he did becawse he could not have done Othc?rw;se, NQW if somec;ne ¢
no alternative to performing a certain action but did not per{orm .
because he was unable to do otherwise, then he would hav§ pe-l-p:ﬁﬂrii_
exactly the same action even if he cozld bave done other‘mse. ldehave
cumstances that made it impossible for him to do.otherwxse cou> e
been subtracted from the situation without affecting whar happened 01
why it happened in any way. Whatever i.t was that actuaily igd the é}e;:(;f:
to éo what he did, or that made him do it, would ihave led him to dos :
made him do it even if it had been possible for him to do something else
m%;ii?s. ir would have made no difference, so far as concems‘hz's aCtht"lb(;i‘
how he came to perform it, if the circumstances that made it Impossi 13
for him to avoid performing it had 0ot prevaﬂed: The fact thaft he ;lsouh
not have done otherwise clearly provides no basis for Supposmgft ta;ts ii
might have done atherwise if he had been able~ ra do so. When,a ac{'Oﬂ .
this way irrelevant to the problem of accounting for a person’s ac ;f i
seems guite grarujtous to assign it any weight in tk'le asifs'srnremhiﬂ :
moral responsibilicy. Why should the fact bg considere 1{1 reac Wgav
moral judgment concerning the person whean it doe§ not help in any s
to understand either what made him ace as he did or what, in otner
i ight have done? .

Clr’;t?:[;;crisijshvfh?ie principle of alternatelp.o‘ssibilities i.s m1stal1ken.blt
asserts that a person bears po moral responsibility — that is, he is to be
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excused — for having performed an action, if there were circumstances
that made it impossible for him to avoid performing it. But there may he
circumstances that make it impossible for a person to avoid performing
some action without those circumstances in any way bringing it about
that he performs thar action. It would surely be no good for the person o
refer to circumstances of this sort in an effort to absolve himself of moral
responsibilicy for performing the action in question. For those circum-
stances, by hypothesis, actually had nothing to do with his having done
what he did. He would have done precisely the same thing, and he would
have been led or made in precisely the same way to do it, even if they had
not prevailed.

We often do, to be sure, excuse people for what they have done when
they tell us (and we believe them) that they could not have done other-
wise. Bur this is because we assume that what they tell us serves to
explain why they did what they did. We take it for granted rhat they are
not being disingenuous, as a person would be who cited as an excuse the
fact that he could not have avoided deing what he did but who knew fuil
well thar it was not at all because of this that he did ir.

What I have said may suggest that the principle of alternate pos-
sibilities should be revised so as to assert that a person is not morally
responsible for what he has done if he did it because he could not have
done otherwise. It may be noted that this revision of the principle does
not seriously affect the arguments of those who have relied on the origi-
nal principle in their efforts 10 maintain that moral responsibility and
determinism are incompatible. For if it was causally derermined that a
person perform a cerrain action, then it will be true that the person
performed it because of those causa! determinants, And if the fact that it
was causally determined that a person perform a certain action means
that the person could aot have done otherwise, as philosophers who
argue for the incompatibility thesis characteristically suppose, then the
fact that it was causally determined that a person perform a certain action
will mean that the person performed it because he could not have done
otherwise. The revised principle of alternate possibilities will entail, on
this assumption concerning the meaning of “could have done otherwise,”
that a person is nor morally responsible for what he has done if it was
causally determined thar he do it. I do not believe, however, that this
revision of the principle is acceprable.

Suppose a person tells us that he did what he did because he was
unabie to do otherwise; or suppose he makes the similar statement that
he did what he did because he had o do it. We do often acceprt state-
ments like these (if we believe them) as valid excuses, and such state-
ments ray well seem at first glance to invoke the revised principle of

9
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nk that when we accept such statements as

| ossibilities. Bue § thi :
alid oxc nat we are being told more than

valid excuses it 15 because we assume t
the Steatemeﬂts'stricﬂy and literally convey. We un'derszand the ;;erson
who offers the excuse to mean that he did what he did f)‘ﬁ'l}’ becanse he ;vas:
anable to do otherwise, or only because he had to dq it. And wgdup er-
stand him o mean, more particularly, that when he did what he'da : 11t Wasf
not because that was what he really wanted o do. The. grmc:é) e;)

alternate possibilities should thus be replaced, in my c;pm;gﬁn, h;; ;a:z
nciple: a person 1s not morally responsibie for wi afc :

he could not have done otherwise. Ths.s
jew that moral respons:-

following pr:
done if he did it only because he .
principle does not appear 0 con.ﬂl'ct with the v
ility i atible with determinism. .
bih’fggelif;l?;ﬁng may all be true: the.re were cirf:umstances_tha{ mtadi 612
impossible for a person t© avoid d{?mg something, thizsev c;rc;m;ls frilt °
actually played a role in bringing it about that he di dsc, SO th;wme
correct to say that he did it because he c‘ould not bave ope ot Wha;
the person really wanted to do what he did; he did it because;dw;;at o
he really wanted to do, so that it is not correct to say that he !: ache
did only because he could not have done ozhe?wxse. Underttlxe;e Cdcme
tions, the person may well be morally responsible fqr what eh ash haé
On the other hand, he will not be morally responsibie for what he *
done if he did it only because he could not have done otherwise, even !

what he did was something he really wanted to do.
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Freedom of the will and the concept of a person

What philosophers have lately come to accept as analysis of the concept
of a person is not actually analysis of that concept at ail. Strawson, whose
usage represents the current standard, identifies the concept of a person
as “the concept of a type of entity such that berb predicates ascribing
states of consciousness end predicates ascribing corporeal charac-
teristics . . . are equally applicable to a single individual of thart single
type.”! But there are many entities besides persons that have both men-
1al and physical properties. As it happens — though it seems extraordi-
nary that this should be so — there is no common English word for the
type of entity Strawson has in mind, a type thar includes not only human
beings but animals of various lesser species as well. Still, this hardly
justifies the misappropriation of a valuable philosophical term.
Whether the members of some animal species are persons is surely not
1© be sertled merely by determining whether it is correct to apply to
them, in addition to predicates ascribing corporeal characteristics, predi-
cates that ascribe states of consciousness. It does viclence to our lan-
guage to endorse the application of the term “person” to those numerous
creatures which do have both psychological and material properties but
which are manifestdy not persons in any normal sense of the word. This
misuse of language is doubtless innocent of any theoretical error. Bur
although the offense is “merely verbal,” it does significant harm. For it
gratuitously diminishes our philosophical vocabulary, and it iacreases the
likelibood that we will overiook the important area of inguiry with which
the term “person” is most naturally associated, It might have been ex-
pected that no problem would be of more central and persistent concern
to philosophers than that of understanding whar we ourselves essentially
are. Yert this problem is so generally neglected that it has been possible

1 PO F Serawson, [nd7vidials (London: Methuen, 1959), pp. 1o1~102. Ayer's usage of
“person” is similar: “# is characteristic of persons in this sense that besides having
various physical properties . . . they are also credited with various forms of conscious-
ness” (A, J. Ayer, The Concept of a Person [New York: St. Martin's, 1963], p. 82). What
concerns Strawsen and Aver is the problem of understanding the relation between
mind and body, rather than the quite different problem of understanding what it is to be
a creature thar not oaly has a mind and a body bur is also a person.
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